The Jews and the Jewish Idiom in Soviet Music by Braun, Joachim
Die EinflUsse des Brl.inner 'Velehrad' und des Russischen Zirkels erkennt man deutlich in 
seinen Kompositionen mit russischen Sujets, aber dabei stand Jan!icek keineswegs auf den 
Positionen der sogenannten Slawjanophilen, die als erbitterte Gegner der westlich eingestell-
ten Kreise auftraten, nicht einmal auf dem Boden des Panslawismus, der eine Vereinigung 
der Slawen unter dem zaristischen Rußland anstrebte, und er gab auch zur rechten Zeit dem 
Neoslawismus den Abschied. Janiicek war Slawe, aber im tschechischen Sinn, und er hielt 
sich an seine ästhetischen Ansichten, denen er treu blieb. 
Seine Bearbeitung des russischen Tanzes 'Koz!icek' (eigentlich 'Kamarinskaja') für Orche-
ster ist die einzige Komposition, in der er ähnlich wie Glinka in seiner 'Kamarinskaja' oder 
Tschaikowski in manchen Klavierwerken den russischen Volkstanz unmittelbar einsetzte. 
Sonst zitiert der Komponist niemals russische Volkslieder, weil er gegen direkte Zitate, zum 
Unterschied von seinem größten kUnstlerischen Antipoden Vi'tezslav Noviik, grundsätzliche 
Abneigung hegte. Melodische Russismen (die Jan Racek und Ljudmila Poljakowa verfolgen) 
kommen bei Jan!icek selten vor. Jaroslav Vogel erwähnt den Einfluß der polnischen Tänze 
Mazurka und Krakowiak im zweiten Teil der symphonischen Dichtung 'Taras Bulba' , der die 
polnische Gefangennahme von Bulbas zweitem Sohn Ostap schildert. Aber auch diese Polo-
nismen erklingen nur in entferntem Widerhall und rhythmischen Andeutungen. 
Janiiceks häufige Motivwiederholungen, die man auch im russischen Volkstanz 'Koz!icek' 
oder im 'Serbischen Kolo' findet, scheinen mir eher einem gemeinsamen Tanzelement der 
Slawen zu entsprechen. Bei Jan!icek wurzeln sie in den Lachischen Volkstänzen seiner enge-
ren Heimat, vor allem im Tanz 'Pozehnany' und 'Celadensky' . In seiner Theorie der Sprech-
motive, die er auf das Studium der Intonation der menschlichen und nationalen Sprache, ih-
res Ausdrucks und ihrer vermeintlichen Melodie, aufbaute, knUpfte Jan!il\'ek an Modest Petro-
witsch Mussorgski an. 
Im großen und ganzen war aber der Meister immer auf die Originalität seiner Tonsprache 
bedacht, obwohl er sich bewußt war, daß eine solche Originalität nur 11auf einer Nadelspitze 
existiert", und er eiferte gegen die Jagd nach Vorbildern der Komposition. 11Das ist schon 
dagewesen, schreibt neu! 11 schärfte er seinen Schülern ein und erfüllte diesen Grundsatz so 
vollendet, daß sich sein Stil von jenem der damaligen Prager Schule, aber auch allen ande-
ren zeitgenössischen Komponisten Europas grundlegend unterschied. Jan!icSek, im Wesen 
ein kritischer Realist, nimmt in sein Schaffen auch impressionistische und expressionisti-
sche Elemente auf. Eine Melodie, ein rhythmisches Modell (der besonderen spannungsvollen 
Figurationen), Orgelpunkt und Imitation, sind die typischen Momente seiner Kompositions-
faktur. Sein beliebter melodischer Typ der reinen Quart mit oberer Sekund zielte gegen den 
klassischen Melodietyp mit Dreiklang. Verwendung längerer harmonischer Flächen, des Mo-
dulationsprinzips auch mit bilateraler Alteration, nüchterne Instrumentierung, die die eher-
und Unterstimmen bevorzugt: das sind die GrundzUge von Jan!il'.ieks persönlichem Stil, der 
seine Kunst weit Uber die Grenzen unseres Vaterlandes hinaustragen sollte, wie einst die 
Kunst Smetanas und Dvor!iks. Die Oberhand über die slawische und nationale Einstellung be-
hielt nämlich das Wichtigste: Bleiben wir uns auch in der Musik treu! 
Joachim Braun 
THE JEWS AND THE JEWISH IDIOM IN SOVIET MUSIC 
Until today scholars have been concerned with two topics: a) Jews in the Soviet Union, 
where hardly a sentence about music is to be found, and b) music in the Soviet Union, and 
then there is not mentioned the Jewish aspect. The only research on a Jewish topic in the 
SU are the writings of M. Beregovsky on folk music. A table on Music and Books on music 
with a Jewish subject published in the SU illustrates the development in Soviet-Jewish Music: 
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Music 
Books 
1917-27 
17 
1 
----- ............. 
1928-37 
33 
4 
1938-47 
10 
0 
1948-57 
2 
0 
1958-67 
3 
0 
1968-74 
2 
0 
The few reviews and articles in Soviet periodicals on Jewish musical subjects are proving 
that "the idea of a distinct Jewish people is scientifically untenable, from a political point 
of view - reactionary" (Lenin, from 'Sovetskaja Musica', 8, 1970, p. 104). 
The establishment of national musical styles in Eastern Europe in the second half of the 
19th century and conditions in Russian musical life created the historical situation for the 
emergence of the Jewish National School. Among others, this manifested itself after 1908 
in the activities of the Petersburg Jewish Folk-Song Society. The situation changed under 
the new system after 1917. The mentioned Society was closed down "as incompatible with 
the spirit of the time" (Z. Yasser). A historical opportunity, which was splendid charac-
terized in L. Sabanejev's book on the Jewish National School, was lost. To illustrate this 
we have to recall the fate of the composers of this School, which remained in the SU after 
the Revolution 1917: M. Gnesin, A. G., and J. Krein, M. Milner, S. Feinberg - all they had 
to give up the Jewish idiom in their music. 
The oppression of Jewish national musical self-expression in the 20's - 30's did not exclude 
the participation of Jews in musical life, if they denied their Jewshness or did not stress it. 
The as yet not fully clarified historical and social conditions promoted Jewish participation 
mainly in four fields: 
a) Popular music. There were Jewish composers mainly from South Russian areas, who, 
sensitive to the signs of the times, and in response to mass music market demands, created 
most of the popular music in the 30's -50's. 45 % of the mass songs composers mentioned 
by the Soviet 'Musical Enciclopedical Dictionary' (1966), are Jewish, and 8 from the best 17 
songs mentioned by the same source are written by I. Dunajevski, M. Blanter, brothers 
Pokra.s and J. Khait. The mass songs composers wrote also a great part of the apologetic 
songs. The Soviet mass song is frequently based on Jewish folk intonations. 
b) National Music Cultures. Jewish participation in the creation of national music cultures 
in the South and East of the SU (Kazakh, Kirgiz, Uzbek, Azerbaidzhan etc.) was very !arge. 
This happened for many reasons, but the most significant, as it seems to me, was the violently 
interrupted unsatisfied striving for one's own national idiom, a kind of national sublimation, 
which found satisfaction in the creation of other national styles. 
c) Instrumentalperformance. The participation of Jews in Soviet instrumental musical 
performance ist about 50 ¼ . But how far we have the right to speak about Jewish features in 
this field is not clear. We can mention that among the features of Soviet instrumental per-
formance in the early period, are elements such as singing-declamatory sound quality, a 
special doleful tone, a strong subjective note in the interpretation. The contemporary formal-
virtuose style of Soviet performers is perhaps connected with the Jewish estrangement from 
the system. 
d) Musicology. One-third of Soviet musicologists are Jewish. In the Composer's Union of 
the USSR from a total of 360 musicologists some 130 are Jewish. Their work, as their number 
is eminent. Nevertheless, Jewish topics are absent from the Soviet musicology. The only kind 
of Jewish musicology in the SU now is underground musicology (see underground magazin 
'Jews in the USSR, Sept., 1973). 
During the years 1948-1949 simultaniously the Soviet antisemitic politics reached one of its 
peaks and the official attack on contempora.ry music and musicology, on Soviet "formalist's" 
composers was lunged. Among the 19 musicologists accused of "anti-patriotic, harmful activ-
ity etc." 14 were Jewish. This was not an accident, nor an average case of antisemitism, nor 
an usual case of the struggle between the old and the new in the arts. This was a trend which 
started in the SU in the 30's and continues till today. This pattern in its classical form, is an 
achievement of the 2oth century. Two quotations illustrate the situation and indicate the histo-
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rical succession: a) "In music ... more and more forces emerged which ruined harmony 
and melody, excluded all content from music. We have now music without logic ... This 
starts with the Jew Mahler, Schoenberg is their apostle ... Among the young composers 
are Krenek, Berg, Hindemith, stravinsky. Their aim is the ruin of the Western tone sys-
tem. " (Th. Fritsch, 'Handbuch der Judenfrage' , Leipzig 1932); b) "The characteristics 
of this music is the negation of classical music, the propagation of atonality, dissonance ... 
negation of melody and logic, passion for chaos ... What was started in the school of A. 
Schoenberg, developed in the expressionism of A. Berg and A. Webern, continued by E. Kre-
nek and P. Hindemith, was finished by the french four ... " (Resolution of the CK of the 
Communist Party of the USSR, Feb., 10, 1948, and the paper of B. Asafiev at the Composers' 
Union Congress, April, 19, 1948). 
One of the features of 20th century totalitarian systems is antisemitism based on musical 
aesthetics and musical aesthetics mouled by antisemitism. From the time when this pattern 
occured in the SU in its classical form, there began a strong tendency toward forced expul-
sion of Jews from the Soviet music. How this works we can see from some statistics: 
Soviet Jewish prizewinners at 
musical competitions (100% = 
number of Soviet prizewinners) 
1933 - 54 
1938 - 60 
1945 - 25 
1957 - 23 
1963 - 12 
1969 - 8 
Doctoral dissertations written by 
Jewish musicologists (100% = 
dissertations accepted at the Moscow 
and Leningrad Conservatories) 
1934-41 - 50 
1942-52 - 23 
1953-63 - 13 
1964-74 - 10 
This policy has another side, also: there emerged the second Jewish rebirth movement 
of the 60's. Just as antisemitism was united with the dictatorship and terror in politics and 
conventionalism in art, so the Jewish rebirth of this period collaborated with the Russian 
democratic movement and modern tendencies in art. Both the act of self-expression in mu-
sic by the Jews and the act of solidarity by non-Jewish musicians became, under Soviet cir-
cumstances, a symbol of humanism and resistance. Let us mention two examples: 
a) The Jewish song. From the apologetic stalin song in the 30's--40's it developed to the 
patriotic songs, as 'Next Year in Jerusalem', or 'Pharaoh, let my people go'. The Jewish 
song changed its social status: from the officially extolled song to the underground song. 
Simple events, which under other circumstances would hardly be noticed, e. g. a concert, 
where one or two Jewish folk songs are performed, become now in the 60's under the Soviets 
an exciting event of national self-expression and a demonstration of solidarity (concerts of 
the singers M. Alexandrovich, N. Lifshitz, A. Guzik). 
b) The exploitation of the Jewish musical idiom by non-Jewish composers, e. g. D. Shosta-
kovich. The Jewish idiom appears in his Vocal Cycle 'From Jewish Folk Poetry', 1948, 
Concert for Violin and Orchestra, 1948, Trio, Op. 67, 1944, string Quartet, op. 83, 1949, 
string Quartet, Op. 110, 1960, and Symphony # 13, 1962. The background of these works 
and the musical analyses indicate a self-identification by the author with the Jewish matter 
in the SU. 
We may formulate the situation of the Jews and the Jewish idiom in the Soviet music at 
the present time as follows: a narrow margin of official Jewish musical culture is permitted 
for the purpose of propaganda; a somewhat broader participation of Jews iI' different fields 
of music is possible if they neglect their Jewish heritage. The policy of the authorities is 
moving towards the complete assimilation of Jews and Jewish music. As a result, a move-
ment of Jewish national resistance was born and Jewish underground music and musicology 
emerged. 
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